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It is a great pleasure to have the opportunity of making a contribution to
this volume published in honor of "Herb" Thoms. Others will consider
various activities and responsibilities not primarily concerned with his
career as a teacher; this essay will attempt to portray him as a Yale medical
student of the class of 1910, to describe the ensuing years of preparation
in his special field, and the consummation of his education as a member of
the faculty.
Medical education in the United States was throughout the years 1906 to
1910 in a transitional phase, and the Department of Medicine of Yale Uni-
versity was no exception. In 1904 the Council on Medical Education was
established by the American Medical Association, and a detailed study of
some 160 medical colleges then in existence was initiated. In 1909 the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching engaged Abraham
Flexner to make a study of the facts already accumulated and a personal
inspection of the schools with a critical evaluation of each. His explosive
report made in 1910 blew the situation wide open to public view, bringing
about a marked decrease in the number of medical schools as well as an
increase in public support of those remaining, which led to remarkable
improvement in all aspects of medical education. A few schools were at the
time already in the process of "modernization," as Flexner put it. Harvard
had increased its curriculum from three years to four in 1892, having pre-
viously raised its entrance requirements. In 1893 the Johns Hopkins Medi-
cal School opened with a four-year curriculum and a bachelor's degree
the requirement for admission. In 1896 Yale extended its course from
three to four years; it had required for some time previously entrance
qualifications corresponding to those of the College. These were raised in
1909 to a minimum of two years of collegiate study.
Flexner in his report was critical also of the caliber of the faculties, of
the laboratory facilities, and of the libraries. However, he cited the Yale
School as one of three-the others being Harvard and the Washington
University at St. Louis-which were actually in the process of improve-
ment at the time of inspection. Here he directed his criticism for the most
part at the lack of support, financial and otherwise, from the University,
and the tenuous connection with the New Haven Hospital, where the
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School had but limited control over clinical facilities for teaching. In the
subsequent decade the foundation was laid for the correction of these
deficiencies. This was the situation when Thoms entered the Medical
School in 1906.
He was born in Waterbury on January 6, 1885, as a result of which he
retires at the age of sixty-eight on June 30, 1953; with his usual prescience
he postponed his appearance until after the New Year else his retirement
would have been in 1952. However, his lack of foresight as regards his
place of birth was soon corrected by moving to Torrington, undoubtedly
with the view to becoming a distinguished son of Litchfield County.
His preparation for entry into the School of Medicine was obtained in
the Vermont Academy and the Waterbury High School. He was one of 61
entering the Medical School of whom only five had bachelor's degrees. Of
the latter, two were from Yale College, two from the Sheffield Scientific
School, and one from Brown. Some twelve taking a "combined course"
went elsewhere at the end of the first year. At the beginning of the second
year, in 1907, 27 of those entering were left but five in addition were
repeating from the previous class (1909), making a total of 32. In 1908,
14 remained of the original class, to which were added 21 from the pre-
ceding class and from elsewhere, bringing the total up to 35. At that time
there were six with collegiate degrees, but at the end of this year one, a
newcomer, had disappeared and another voluntarily dropped out to return
to graduate in 1911. At the beginning of the fourth year there were 28 .in
the class, 14 of these being from the original entering group, and at the
end of the academic year in 1910 this number graduated.
Over these four years there had been 46 men temporarily members of the
class. This scholastic mortality was not peculiar to the class of 1910. In
1911, 53 were admitted, of which 20 were graduated, 14 having lasted
throughout the four years; some 40 others were in the class at one time or
another. The class of 1912 included 57 students in 1908; 29 were gradu-
ated, 33 having been lost in transit, but the class of 1913 numbered only
22 in 1909, the year that the standards of admission were raised to a mini-
mum of two years of collegiate study. Nine were graduated, 8 being from
the original class. The change in policy led to a low rate of admission which
was not materially improved until the end of World War I. This, of course,
very seriously affected the financial status of the School, for up to this time
the funds available were almost entirely derived from tuition fees, the Uni-
versity contributing relatively little. It was only when material endowment
was obtained and. when the University assumed a degree of financial
responsibility for the School that the situation improved.
It is doubtful if the students, including Thoms, were cognizant of the
fundamental changes that were underway during the period from 1906 to
1910. They were all well aware, however, of the heavy mortality at the end
of each year. For those who were serious-minded, had had some experience
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in studying, and were endowed with an average innate intelligence, the
means were at hand for enlightenment. It was true then, as it is today in
many schools, that a considerable part of the teaching was by lectures and
recitations. There were, however, adequate laboratories available in the
building on York Street for the first two years and a major part of one's
time was spent there. The faculty, while sparse in number, included excel-
lent teachers. Professors Ferris in anatomy, Henderson in physiology, and
Bartlett in pathology were each in his way quite effective. That which was
lacking was an atmosphere of research, a circumstance which was by no
means unique in schools of medicine at that time.
In the clinical years, however, there was more of this and as Thoms
entered this phase of his training he found Professor George Blumer in
medicine, a disciple of Osler who had come to Yale in 1906, and as his
assistant, newly arrived from Harvard and the Massachusetts General
Hospital, Wilder Tileston. Professor William H. Carmalt, who had been
a mainstay of the School for over 35 years, retired from the chair of surgery
in 1906 and this position was filled in 1907 by Joseph M. Flint, a distin-
guished anatomist who had worked with Mall at the Johns Hopkins and
had returned directly to Yale from two years' study of surgery in Germany.
Obstetrics and gynecology, which Thoms was later to take as his own field
of endeavor, was in the very capable hands of Ramsey and his assistant,
Rand, they having come from Kelly's clinic at the Johns Hopkins in the
early 1900's.
The major contact with patients in these and the other specialties was
in the New Haven Dispensary which some years previously had been
erected on land across from the Hospital. Under the instigation of Carmalt,
Thatcher, and Dean Smith of the Medical School, this had been purchlased
by the University with a view eventually to moving the Medical School
there. The facilities in this institution were excellent and the clinical mate-
rial ample, but in the Hospital the situation was not satisfactory. It was not
until 1913 that an agreement was entered into between it and the Uni-
versity by means of which "patients in the general and semi-private wards"
could be used "for purposes of instruction, investigation and research . . .
so far as is consistent with their treatment and welfare." This contract also
specified that the chiefs of the medical, surgical, pediatric, and obstetrical
and gynecological services should give their full time to their university
responsibilities. While this was not consummated until some six years later,
the World War I intervening, Blumer and Flint were for all practical
purposes giving full time to teaching. Although they did not have complete
control of all these patients, they had a sufficient number to enable them to
transfer their teaching from the clinical amphitheater to the wards.
Again however, as in the first two years, funds sufficient for the adequate
support of these two departments were not at hand, with the result that
the staffs were restricted in number, and investigation, beyond that of
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routine, was limited. But clinical laboratories were established during
Thoms' third year by the remodeling of a house adjacent to the Dispensary
and the adding to it of a new building providing a surgical classroom and an
experimental laboratory with animal facilities in the basement. This was in
effect the Hunterian Laboratory at the Johns Hopkins transplanted to New
Haven, and for this development Flint deserved great credit. It represented
the introduction of experimental clinical medicine at Yale and soon served
to provide an atmosphere most stimulating to the students, and very
notably for Thoms.
Previous to this, his performance was something better than the average
of his class; this can be safely stated, for the majority of his fellow students
failed and he did not. What his ambition may have been other than that
of graduating is no more apparent than it is in most students. Curiously
enough, two of the class of 1910 are recorded in the "Year Book" as expect-
ing to enter the Medical Corps of the Army and make it their- life work
and one of these is Thoms. Neither did, however, perhaps because they
were not encouraged to do so-to the degree that they would be today.
Moreover, it is not clear what his motivation may have been in the first
place for aspiring to be a physician and for coming to the Department of
Medicine of Yale University; in any case the decision was somewhat
delayed for he was 21 years of age on entering. To have taken a collegiate
course preparatory to doing this might not only have taxed the financial
resources at his disposal but would have delayed him. It is of interest that
the mean entrance age of his class was between 21 and 22 and that this did
not differ materially from those having collegiate preparation. Presumably
influential in the decision was his older brother, who graduated at the head
of the class of 1894 of Yale College. He had by 1906 established himself as
an able lawyer and an energetic leader of the Democratic party in Water-
bury. His encouragement and assistance may well have been a determining
factor leading to Thoms' becoming a student in another learned profession,
that of medicine and at Yale.
The annals of the medical student do not vary greatly in respect to time
or place. Living conditions were much the same in 1906 to 1910 as they
are today, save that Thoms did not have to find accommodations for a wife
and children. He lived, as did most of the medical students, by migration
from place to place. At first he was in the dormitory of the old Divinity
School, next in what was said to have been an attic in one of the small
houses on High Street, and finally in a similar secluded retreat at 52 Park
Street which had been taken over by a group of eleven medical students.
He differed from his confreres in that he survived with minimum
expenditures, while maintaining, nevertheless, a wide range of interests.
The first year he was a member of the freshman glee club and in the
subsequent three years, of the college choir; an early trend toward journal-
ism was evident in his being a member of the advisory board of the Yale
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Daily News and the editorial board of the Yale Medical Journal, of which
he was chairman in his senior year. It was noted by one of his classmates
that he was the most versatile and active man in the class. In the "class
vote" he took first place as being the one most likely to succeed, although
he did not even place among such categories as "grinds," and "hard
workers," nor was he noted for the attributes of "brilliance" and "studious-
ness." Thoms was, however, far out ahead among the "grafters," in recog-
nition, it may be presumed, of his Scottish ancestry. These citations are
amusing even if puerile and would suggest that here was a fellow who was
interested in many things from which he got much satisfaction somewhat
enhanced by a shrewd economy.
Among these interests, and prophetic of his future activities, was his
work in the new experimental laboratory on Cedar Street under the stimu-
lation of Flint. The latter was at that time greatly interested in thoracic
surgery. The Meltzer-Auer method of intubating the trachea of the experi-
mental animal had been recently described and this made it possible to
open the chest and carry on surgical procedures within it. Thoms' gradu-
ating thesis was entitled "Rectal and Pharyngeal Anesthesia, with Demon-
stration of New Apparatus and a Report of Cases," and was an initial
step in the giving of intratracheal anesthesia. For this contribution he split
the Keese Prize with his classmate Johnson who significantly enough wrote
on "An Experimental Study on Heart Valves and their Sounds." Thoms
promptly published his thesis in the Yale Medical Journal of May 10,
1910, it being his first contribution to medical literature.
While this undoubtedly gave him great satisfaction, it apparently did
not assist in the solution of his immediate problem, that of obtaining a
hospital appointment. There were not many good internships available at
that time and the most sought after were those of the "Big Four" in New
York where the competition was severe, the Rhode Island General, which
customarily took two men from Yale each year, and the New Haven Hos-
pital, whose quota was five. In all, eight of the 1910 graduates were placed
in these, the remainder being scattered for the most part in Connecticut.
Thoms received an appointment at the Backus Hospital in Norwich but
transferred to the Memorial in New London, Connecticut, apparently with
a view to entering general practice. There he interned for one year and then
served in 1912 as an assistant resident in the Sloane Hospital for Women
in New York. In the interim between this and his next move he acquired
a charming wife, a daughter, and a delightful old stone house, as well as a
lucrative practice. At the same time he also published three papers. In
1914 he decided that he would specialize in the field of obstetrics, so he
pulled up his stakes and went to the Johns Hopkins, where he worked
under J. Whitridge Williams, the Professor of Obstetrics, for one year.
Meanwhile Otto Ramsey, the Professor of Obstetrics at Yale, had died,
and J. Morris Slemons, then at the University of California, who had been
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for many years a junior associate of Williams, was called to succeed him.
This undoubtedly seemed to Thoms a propitious circumstance and he there-
fore returned to New Haven to establish himself in practice and to work
under Slemons as a "laboratory assistant . . . eight hours a day" with the
salary of a technician. At this time began his association with Arthur
Morse, whom Slemons had brought with him as an assistant professor.
In 1917 two world-shaking incidents occurred, the one our entry into
World War I, and the other, the reorganization of the Department of
Pathology on the accession of a new chairman, Professor M. C. Winternitz.
Shortly Slemons left for Europe, and Pathology became involved in a
laboratory training program for medical officers. In the turmoil Thoms,
who had become an assistant in pathology for 1916-17, was, for the time
being, disassociated from any formal connection with the School. In this
period from 1915 to 1918, he published eight papers, all in the field of
obstetrics, the first and most important being the first of many on
pelvimetry.
From this time until 1927 Thoms had a growing and active practice in
obstetrics, but this was not allowed to interfere with his productiveness, as
is shown by ten publications. Of these, three are in "Roentgen Pelvimetry"
laying the grounds for his most important contribution to the field of
obstetrics. During this same time he wrote five papers having to do with
the history of medicine, thus entering upon an avocation which will now
stand him in good stead. What is more significant, perhaps, were his efforts
to broaden his education-in compensation, one may presume, for his lack
of a collegiate experience-by taking up the study of the German language
and, in Yale College, of English literature. Through the latter he acquired
an acquaintance that subsequently led to his becoming a member of the
Elizabethan Club and an Associate Fellow of Timothy Dwight College. In
1920 he was one of the founders of the Beaumont Club and gave the first
paper presented before it. He was also, somewhat later, one of the instiga-
tors of the students' Nathan Smith Club. In his spare time, when he could
find nothing else to do, he developed a talent for etching and oil painting,
particularly in relation to the sea and ships, of which he had become
enamored in his New London days.
Meanwhile, the organization and physical assets of the School of
Medicine had undergone a great transformation under the enthusiasm and
drive of Winternitz who had taken over the responsibility of the Deanship
in 1920. At this time Slemons resigned to enter practice in Los Angeles,
and Morse was placed at the head of the Department of Obstetrics, a posi-
tion he was to hold until 1947 when he reached the age of retirement and
became Professor Emeritus. In 1925 Thoms, who had now abundantly
demonstrated his qualifications for it, was made an Associate Clinical Pro-
fessor of Obstetrics and Gynecology, and in 1927, in order to be free from
dependency upon practice, he elected to become a member of the "full-time
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staff" as Associate Professor. He had at last reached the goal for which he
had essentially and perhaps fortuitously prepared himself. In 1947 he
became Professor and Chairman of the Department of Obstetrics and
Gynecology.
The twenty-five years of his academic career have amply demonstrated
the wisdom of this decision both for himself and for the Medical School.
He has carried his weight in the routine teaching and care of patients as
well as in the innumerable committees of the faculty, many of which have
had to do with policy. More than any other member of the faculty, perhaps,
he has been influential in bringing, by example, to the attention of the stu-
dents the importance of a humanistic approach to medicine. Most important
he has during this time continued to make important contributions in his
field.
The studies in pelvimetry as shown by the titles in Thoms' bibliography
have been continued throughout this time. In the more recent years he has
played an important part in conjunction with the Department of Pediatrics
in the "rooming-in" experiment. In this country his publications on "natu-
ral child birth" have been unique and have served to stir up as much
controversy among the obstetricians as did Oliver Wendell Holmes in his
essay on "puerperal fever."
Important, likewise, have been studies carried out in his infertility clinic
under the auspices and with the support of the League for Planned Parent-
hood. This and his activities in the medical societies of the state and in the
Clinical Congress, and as literary editor of the Connecticut State Medical
Journal, when taken together, have been of great value in reducing the
tendency towards isolation of the School in its relations with the physicians
and laity.
It is often stated that retiring from a vocation gives one an opportunity
to do those things which he has always wanted to do. "Herb" Thoms, it
would seem, has always done the things that he has wanted to do, irrespec-
tive of obstacles, and is therefore fortunate in that his present recession
only offers more time for his many avocations.
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